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Sebastien Billioud, Thinking through Confucian Modernity: A Study of 
Mou Zongsan’s Moral Metaphysics. Boston: Brill, 2011, 268 pp. ISBN: 
9789004215535. 
 
Billioud’s Thinking through Confucian Modernity: A Study of Mou Zongsan’s 
Moral Metaphysics immerses the reader in the thought of Chinese contemporary 
philosopher Mou Zongsan. Mou is a philosopher of some note, and Billioud’s 
approach to his thought is definitely worth consideration. Mou is a philosopher 
who tries to bridge Western and Chinese philosophies while keeping a clear eye 
on the differences between them. He is not the kind of philosopher influenced by 
Western modernity who would apostatize Chinese tradition, nor is he the kind of 
philosopher who would feel threatened by Western culture and thus idealize and 
fervently defend Chinese culture in an attempt to preserve it. Instead, Mou has 
initiated a profound dialogue between these traditions, focusing on two highly 
prominent philosophers: Kant and Confucius. This is an enormous task, which 
Mou approaches as a true philosopher. In his work, he has sown the seeds for a 
future generation whose task ahead will be to deal even more thoroughly, and 
existentially, with alterity―in this case the Western world―and what it means to 
be Chinese. 

However, there are two difficulties involved in a comparison of Confucius and 
Kant. One of these is the Confucian system itself; if we follow a Western 
paradigm the Confucian system should be categorized within the pre-modern 
realm, where there is no essential separation of politics from ethics and 
epistemology, and where the subject is situated in a Grand Chain of Being where 
all values are established beforehand. The other obstacle is whether it is possible 
to compare two thinkers who belong to such different periods and cultures. Is it 
legitimate to ask an allegedly neutral question, such as what is the nature of 
moral action, to two people who belong to such different worlds? Mou really 
believed in the possibility of the question―in a neutral ground where the 
question is legitimate, although requiring contextualization. This neutral ground 
is what Husserl and Gadamer later called the life world―the space where the 
subject is placed, between the uniqueness of himself and his place in a given 
tradition. In a similar way, Mou’s moral philosophy is grounded in the concept of 
self-cultivation (gongfu 工夫) (197). 

Mou endeavored to learn as much as he could about Western (as can be seen in 
his translation of the three Critiques of Kant) as well as Chinese philosophy. He 
was beyond the clichés and the mainstream thought of his time, and honestly 
attempted to find his own response to persistent philosophical problems. This 
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attempt has, as Billioud points out, its strengths and weaknesses, as well as its 
ambiguities (32). Mou did not follow the common paradigms set forth by 
scholars, for example, in the way he distinguished the Confucian schools. 
Although standard historiography makes a distinction between two different 
schools, the School of Principles (Lixue 理学) and the School of Heart-mind 
(Xinxue 心学), Mou followed his own path and distinguished between three 
different traditions: The first, inherited from Mencius (which goes back to Lu 
Xiangshan and Wang Yangming); the second, starting with the Northern Song 
thinkers Zhou Dunyi and Zhang Zai; and the last, going back to Cheng Yi and 
Cheng Hao (34–35). 

Another problem arises in how Mou follows Western traditions, both in 
philosophy and culture. With regard to culture, his knowledge of Christianity 
seems to be a stereotype that neglects much of Christian history and 
spirituality―probably because his main focus is modern and postmodern 
Western philosophy, which to a certain extent suffers from the same bias. In any 
case, this incomplete understanding of Christianity and Christian history could 
indicate that the conclusions Mou draws may be wrong. His account of 
Christianity portrays it as a transcendental religion where the individual does not 
exist, while in fact the main characteristic of Christianity is precisely just the 
contrary. The idea of the person that has endured through many centuries of 
Western thought was inherited from the early church fathers. Moreover, the idea 
of the subject that was transformed into the idea of the Self in Descartes was 
taken primarily from Augustine and Francisco Suarez. There is a thread in the 
Western tradition that started with Socrates’ notion of the psyche (soul) and made 
its way, through Christian theology, to Descartes. As many Western 
contemporary philosophers have remarked, there is no schism between the 
pre-modern and modern traditions.1 Mou does not give an account of this 
influence. 

Another aspect Billioud mentions as a clue to Mou’s thought is his 
disagreement with, or even opposition (23) to, the Kantian Metaphysics of 
Morals. Here Kant treats two very closely related subjects: freedom and the 
world. As Kant admitted in his Critique of Judgment, there was a 
schism―“Kluft”―in his theory between freedom and the world.2 How the 
moral realm connects with history, through politics, was the main issue of his 
third Critique, through which he aimed to overcome the division created by the 
                                                               
1 Particularly important here is Charles Taylor and his book Sources of the Self: The 
Construction of Modern Identity. Also important is, for example, Alasdair MacIntyre’s After 
Virtue, which shows how, there was continuity, either consciously or unconsciously, between 
the two epochs. 
2 Immanuel Kant, Kritik der Urtheilskraft, Einl. II, in Kants Gesammelte Schriften V (Berlin: 
Walter de Gruyter, 1902), 175, 36.  
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two earlier Critiques. There are many works written on this topic representing a 
huge variety of views: Some believe that Kant contradicts himself in this last 
work and some claim that with the third Critique Kant built a perfect and 
complete system, the culmination of his work. Everything depends upon the way 
that we read the three Critiques, from the last to the first or vice versa. 
Nevertheless, again Mou criticizes the first Critique in his own account of Kant’s 
theory. But one wonders, how could he translate all three Critiques and neglect to 
deal with these aspects? If Kant resolved the enigma of how to realize freedom in 
this world, then Mou’s efforts are wrong or at least misleading. Moreover, 
despite the fact that Mou himself translated Kant’s third Critique into Chinese, 
Billoud justifies Mou’s stance by pointing out that he translated the Critique of 
Judgment in 1992, but analyzed The Metaphysics of Morals3 in 1971 (86). 

However, one might still ask, “where does the relevance of Mou lie once we 
have pointed out all those problems in his theory?” As I mentioned at the 
beginning of this review, Billioud demonstrates that Mou makes a very ambitious 
attempt to unravel the mysteries of being human. In the same way that an early 
explorer can make a very important expedition to an unknown place and commit 
some mistakes in the production of a final map, given the newness of the venture, 
Mou deserves acclaim for carrying out such a big challenge. Moreover, Mou, in 
his attempt to find commonalties between both traditions opens a new world of 
research, beyond the Judeo-Christian framework, for Western philosophers to 
explore. Kant, whether he knew it or not, never stopped being shaped by the 
values and moral principles of the Christian pietistic tradition. In Kant’s account 
of morality there is no trace of moral feeling (162)―everything must be 
subordinated to principles. Mou, instead, places moral agency within moral 
creativity, as Billoud says: “Mou’s conception of the moral subject refers 
primarily to Man’s moral creativity” (31), a realm wherein moral feelings play a 
central role (165). In this regard, Mou’s position can be classified as “orthodox 
Confucianism” (168). 

This is, in my view, one of the largest contributions of Chinese philosophy to 
Western philosophy. Moral feelings do not enjoy a good reputation in modern 
continental Western philosophy―as opposed to within Anglo-American Western 
philosophy4―mainly because of Kant and Hegel’s influence and prevalence. 
Prior to this epoch we find, in ancient Western philosophy, some amount of 
                                                               
3 Mou Zongsan, Daode Xinger Shangxue 道德形而上学 (The Metaphysics of Morals), in Zhi 
de Zhijue yu Zhongguo Zhexue 智的直觉与中国哲学 (Intellectual Intuition and Chinese 
Philosophy) (Taipei: Shangwu Yinshuguan, 1971). 
4 Obviously there were philosophers like Jeremy Bentham, James Stuart Mill, and many 
others in the British liberal school who gave a lot of importance to feelings, and based morality 
in them. However, after Kant’s Critiques this tendency gradually decreased and only remained 
in the UK and, to a lesser extent, the US. 
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reflection on moral feelings, but not as deeply developed as in Chinese 
philosophy. Indeed, almost unwittingly, and because he kept to Confucian 
philosophy and avoided being embedded in a Western framework, Mou’s stance 
and his criticism of Kantian philosophy ends up very close to that of Western 
philosophers like Levinas or Max Scheler, although not without some 
peculiarities and differences (171). 

In various chapters of Billioud’s book he describes in detail the approaches 
taken by Kant and Mou to morality, and their points of divergence. A small 
example can be found in the idea of interest in Kant’s philosophy. Interest shows 
and reflects a certain grade of affection for human beings. However, the value of 
morality is to be found in disinterested action, or actions that are only rooted in 
an interest in the moral law. Although this concept is very complicated and 
interwoven through his three Critiques, as a matter of fact, the formality of law 
prevails over moral feelings. Besides this, moral agency in Kant is passive and 
related to understanding and learning; there is no place for intellectual intuition 
(with the possible exception being a limited treatment of this subject in the 
Critique of Judgment) or a process of moral growth. There is neither a possibility 
of perfecting human agency, in the sense that some people can develop a better 
knowledge of moral values. For Kant, morality is a flat realm where all subjects 
are on the same level (things are correct or incorrect, there is no grade). But 
common sense shows that there are people, like sages and saints (228), who take 
another approach to human values, and who, through introspection into the 
human spirit rather than empirical observation, serve as an example to others (as 
Scheler points out).  

The moral agency of human beings, the unity of mind and heart (xinli 心理) 
(168), and the possibility of self-cultivation are foreign concepts for Kant’s 
philosophy. The fact that Mou places human beings in a more realistic and 
intuitive realm where freedom and moral agency are not constrained, as happens 
in Kant, by the Newtonian paradigm, results in Mou’s aversion to any possible 
claim to rationality from religion. These two realities, the issues of freedom and 
moral agency, shape and constrain a great deal of Kant’s account of human 
beings. Probably because of the different role and historical evolution of Chinese 
religion, Mou is unaccustomed to Kant’s approach (106) and instead makes use 
of these categories to deal with reality, epistemologically and morally (107–9). 

In his last chapter Billioud explains Mou’s theory of self-cultivation, the 
cornerstone of his moral philosophy. As I said above, this concept is crucial to 
understanding both how and where Mou places his philosophy within Chinese 
tradition, as well as to understanding his thoughts on being human. He is a 
philosopher who reads Western philosophy, and specifically, Kant’s 
contribution to moral philosophy, in order to clarify and have a better 
knowledge of his own Chinese tradition. The way he explains this is in terms of 
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a dynamic, two-fold process: (a) retrospective verification (nijue tizheng 逆觉

体证) and self-consciousness (chao zijue 超自觉) (210); and (b) the integration 
of experience in awareness (wu 悟) and sudden awakening (dunwu 顿悟) (218). 
This hermeneutical process of acknowledging certain values, reading one’s own 
life on those terms, and integrating them is very different from the processes at 
work in Kant and the tradition of the Western Enlightenment.  

As I mentioned at the beginning of this review, one of the weak points of 
Mou’s reading of the Western tradition is his assumption of a modern framework. 
Spirituality is one of the points forgotten and neglected by Enlightenment 
thinkers in their quest for rationality (196). Modern philosophers look down upon 
religion and anything related to it, and in doing so lose a very good tool for 
understanding being human as a process of integration. We ought not forget that 
Christianity is a part of the Western tradition that has lasted even longer than the 
Enlightenment movement. Mou could find a parallel and an inspiration in the 
way that Augustine, for example, explained conversion from within a Western 
framework, which is nevertheless still very close in some respects to Mou’s 
self-cultivation process. 

In any event, Thinking through Confucian Modernity: A Study of Mou 
Zongsan’s Moral Metaphysics is very good start for anyone who wants to enter 
into dialogue with Chinese philosophy. Billioud’s reading provides a great deal 
of help in understanding how to approach Chinese philosophy and how to read it 
from a Western paradigm.  
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